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Abstract: In humanitarian crises, when faced with evidence of large-scale suffering—or when such 

suffering is presented numerically to an audience over an extended period of time—the empathic 

activation of an individual or population decreases over time. In contrast, distilling such suffering 

into a single focal point for audiences—or metonymically presenting the death of an individual as 

symbolic of the deaths of many—has been proven to activate individuals and entire populations to 

expend greater financial and political capital for the sake of an Identified Individual Victim, rather 

than an equal or larger number of unknown individuals. In uniting these two concepts, this article 

draws attention to how the publicity of Identified Individual Victims narratives can break the 

sociological condition of psychic numbing in a general population and increase the financial and 

political response to ongoing or undersupported humanitarian causes. Utilizing the Syrian and 

Venezuelan Refugee Crises as case studies of symbolic individuals and the suffering of groups 

approached as a collective, we will examine how framing Identified Individual Victims for a 

specific humanitarian cause positively impacts the ability to generate renewed interest and 

financial support. 

 

I. Introduction 

 

On 2 September 2015, the body of a three-year-old washed ashore in Akyarlar Bodrum in 

Turkey. Discovered by local authorities, three-year-old Alan, or Aylan, Kurdi was one of sixteen 

bodies of Syrian refugees found in and around Bodrum. The photos taken of Alan’s small body by 

Turkish journalist Nilüfer Demir trended on Turkish social media, quickly spread throughout the 

world under the hashtag #KiyiyaVuranInsanlik (humanity washed ashore), were displayed on the 

front pages and daytime headers of Western media sources, and rallied support for the hitherto 
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largely unheeded plight of Syrian refugees.1 2 The two photos of Alan Kurdi evoked more publicity 

and international public concern in 24 hours than five years of published human rights violations, 

refugee statistics, and reports combined. Portrayed as a symbol of the daily suffering and death of 

millions of Syrians, Alan Kurdi's broken body galvanized the international community to demand 

action to protect the vulnerable in the Syrian War. However, within a month, national and 

international capital, both political and economic contributed to aid of Syrian refugees and 

internally displaced people, began to decline. Within three months, what was once a household 

name faded into political obscurity.  

 “The image of Abdullah Kurdi's infant son,” journalist Adnan Khan wrote in 2015 “lying 

dead on a Turkish beach in September forced the world to face up to the refugee crisis.”3 In his 

death, Alan Kurdi became a catalyst for change in the treatment of refugees and the protection of 

Syrians. Paul Slovic et. al, in the study Iconic Photographs, discovered that search engines, such 

as Google and Bing, saw an almost 100 percent increase in searches for the terms “Alan,” “Aylan,” 

“refugees,” and “Syria” the day after the publication of Alan’s photo. The publicity 24 hours after 

Alan’s death ensured that knowledge about his death and circumstances spread to an international 

audience. Alan’s publicity caused a massive surge in charitable donations. Charities such as the 

Swedish Red Cross recorded increases of more than 55 times greater in the week after the photo 

and a ten-fold increase in the number of monthly donors signing up for repeated contributions, 

                                                
1 Tsitsanoudis-Mallidis, Nikoletta and Derveni, Eleni. (2018). Emotive Language: Linguistic Depictions of the 
Three Year-Old Drowned Refugee Boy in the Greek Journalistic Discourse. Interface, Issue 6, pp. 1-38. DOI: 
10.6667/interface.6.2018.52 
2 D'Orazio, F. (2015). SnapChart: How a single image changed the debate on immigration. Pulsar: Social Data 
Intelligence. Available at: http://www.pulsarplatform.com/blog/2015/how-a-single-image-changed-the-debate-on-
immigration-kiyiyavuraninsanlik/ 
3 Khan, Adnan R. (2015) Alan Kurdi’s Father on His Family Tragedy: ‘I Should Have Died with Them.’ The 
Guardian. Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/dec/22/abdullah-kurdi-father-boy-on-beach-
alan-refugee-tragedy. 
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from 106 donors in August 2015 to 1,061 in September 2015.4 Other charities such as the Migrant 

Offshore Aid Station recorded a 15-fold increase in donations within that 24 hour period after the 

photo’s publication.5 

 Analysis of his impact, such as those conducted by National Public Radio, classified Alan 

as an Identified Individual Victim, or the highlighting or spotlighting of a single individual from 

among others in crisis, and turning him into a politicized symbol of the Syrian Refugee Crisis. The 

publicity of and public response to Alan’s photo mirrored earlier politicized symbols such as Kim 

Phuc, whose image of suffering contributed to public calls for the end of the Vietnam War. Alan 

Kurdi, courtesy of Western media publicity, became the personification of and a modern-day 

martyr for Syrian refugees desperate to escape the suffering of the country’s civil war.  

To gain a better understanding of the impact of Identified Individual Victims, this article 

will begin with a literature review on the individualization of suffering, the concept of psychic 

numbing, and the establishment of modern humanitarianism to provide a foundational 

understanding of the response of the public and private spheres to humanitarian crises. This article 

will then build upon this foundation by providing a contextualization for both the Syrian Refugee 

Crisis and the Venezuelan Refugee Crisis, which will enable a better understanding of the 

influence of Identified Individual Victim narratives. To gauge the growth and decline of public 

interest and media attention concerning humanitarian crises—and thereby engagement or 

nonengagement with psychic numbing—this article will then analyze both qualitative and 

anecdotal data in the two cases. This article will analyze the amount of financial contributions and 

additional quantitative data prior to, during, and after the introduction of an Identified Individual 

                                                
4 Slovic, Paul, et al. (2017). Iconic Photographs and the Ebb and Flow of Empathic Response to Humanitarian 
Disasters. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, vol. 114, no. 4, pp. 640–44. DOI.org (Crossref), 
doi:10.1073/pnas.1613977114. 
5 Ibid. 
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Victim or individual focal point for a humanitarian crisis. Through this contextualization and 

analysis, this article will discuss the positive ability of Identified Individual Victims to break the 

sociological condition of psychic numbing in the general population and increase public and 

private support for humanitarian crises.  

 

II. Literature Review 

 

The utilization of an Identified Individual Victim narrative within a humanitarian context 

has arisen out of a dual necessity of appeasing a modern humanitarian system predicated on the 

mediatization of suffering and of breaking through the condition of psychic numbing within the 

public sphere. The following literature review will address two contrasting theories as to the 

formation of modern humanitarianism and utilize this foundation to introduce the concepts of 

Identified Individual Victims and psychic numbing. 

 

The System of Modern Humanitarianism 

Support for humanitarian crises has changed and evolved as drastically as the institution of 

humanitarianism itself. The formation of the system of modern humanitarianism is contested 

between scholars and attributed either to a resultant emergence from the process of globalization 

and changing institutions or from psychosocial developments in the human condition. Michawl 

Barnett (2005) describes the origins of humanitarian aid and relief and the factors which led to its 

modern conception through this first historical lens. Barnett argues how the once widely accepted 

definition of humanitarianism—as an impartial, independent, and neutral act of providing aid—

became outdated and impractical as a result of the globalization spurred by the Cold War. Founded 
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in the nineteenth century with the Red Cross movement, humanitarian organizations sought to 

provide impartial, independent, and neutral aid in the aftermath of national and international 

crises.6 7 As Cold War tensions drew together once globally isolated nations, the disparate 

humanitarian organizations and entities began to institutionalize, becoming increasingly 

centralized, bureaucratized, and professionalized, developing doctrines and standardized 

expectations and codes of conduct.8 9 Humanitarian organizations welcomed this internal and 

external development for the resulting increased efficacy and ability to fundraise both locally and 

internationally; however as humanitarian organizations institutionalized, they began to assume 

structures and behaviors similar to corporate entities. Emphasis on financial self-preservation and 

organizational survival at times allowed corporate or institutional interests to overshadow the 

primacy of aid and humanitarian principle of neutrality. An increasing number of humanitarian 

crises—and the organizations seeking to provide aid—fostered competition of various forms over 

limited numbers of sponsorship, resources, funding, etc., a practice which remains at the heart of 

the modern humanitarian system.10 Dependent upon securing the funding and support of Western 

institutions and states, humanitarian organizations were forced to shift from a neutral ideology of 

aid-based humanitarianism to a corporate and politicized version of humanitarianism focused on 

                                                
6 Ticktin, M. (2014). Transnational Humanitarianism. Annual Review of Anthropology, 43, 273–289. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/43049575 
7 Barnett, M. (2005). Humanitarianism Transformed. Perspectives on Politics, 3(4), 723–740. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3688176 
8 Ibid. 
9 Walters, William. (2015). Reflections on Migration and Governmentality. In: movements. Journal for Critical 
Migration and Border Regime Studies 1 (1). URL: http://movements-journal.org/issues/01.grenzregime/04.walters--
migration.governmentality.html. 
10 Stirrat, Jock. (2006). Competitive Humanitarianism: Relief and the Tsunami in Sri Lanka. Anthropology Today, 
22(5), 11–16. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4124479 
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institutional growth or expansion—a practice which occasionally necessitates the implementation 

of pro-Western ideologies and practices to secure funding.11 12 

Unlike Barnett, William Walter (2015) asserts that the inception of the modern 

humanitarian institution emerged earlier as a response to the atrocities committed in Eastern 

Europe in the late 19th century. Walters argues that in its current form modern humanitarianism 

has become a separate phenomenon of late colonialism and its ideologies of race and nation. Acting 

oftentimes in concert with the international community, the once apolitical institution has become 

driven by an extreme neutrality which prohibits it from enacting meaningful and lasting change as 

well as often forcing it to stand “in mute witness” to the politics and forms of injustice which cause 

mass suffering. This aspect of governmentality, of the interference of state formation and statecraft 

upon socio-political institutions and even conceptions of the self is central to Keith David 

Watenpaugh’s (2015) argument of loss in the new modern humanitarianism regime, discussing 

how under new mandates humanitarian organizations worked alongside the international 

community to enforce colonialist norms and functions. The increasing responsibilities assumed by 

modern humanitarian organizations signaled a direct change from the mandate of solely providing 

aid to the formation of politicized forms and institutions of aid. Due to an increasing 

institutionalization and corporatization, the funding requirements of international community 

actors serve as additional incentives for humanitarian organizations to work alongside these actors 

providing developmental and preventive aid.13 Shifting away from addressing suffering ex post, 

                                                
11 Barnett, 2005. 
12 Haskell, T. L. (1985). Capitalism and the Origins of the Humanitarian Sensibility, Part 1. The American 
Historical Review, 90(2), 339–361. https://doi.org/10.2307/1852669 
13 Ticktin, 2014. 
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the mission of humanitarian organizations thus refocused around the concept of sentimentality and 

suffering—addressing the root causes of suffering ex ante alongside powerful financiers.14 15 

Reconciling both history and the processes which ungird and shape it, Thomas L. Haskell 

(1985) argues the emergence of modern humanitarianism, with its growth in institutionalism and 

focus on suffering, resulted from capitalist intentions behind changing societal positions on slavery 

during the 1750s. The advances of the eighteenth-century philosophy and capitalism created an 

obsession within Anglo-American culture of experiences of pain. Shaped by the works of 

philosophers such as John Locke, a new set of intellectual attitudes encouraged audiences to 

develop a heightened empathetic understanding and sympathetic concern for the pain and suffering 

of other human beings. The cult of sensibility “redefined pain as unacceptable and indeed 

eradicable and thus opened the door to a new revulsion from pain, which, though later regarded as 

“instinctive” or “natural,” has in fact proved to be distinctly modern.”16 Through this lens, the 

humanitarian movement to outlaw slavery—a notable shift in public humanitarian sentiment—

resulted, not out of an authetic and “remarkable shift in moral conciousness” but out of “the 

ideological needs of various groups and classes” to create a lower non-slave working class.17 18 

The shift from a neutral ideology of aid-based humanitarianism to a modern humanitarianism 

focused on profit—and the benefit of both victim and benefactor—represents a larger institutional 

movement, one which still operates to this day. 

                                                
14 Ibid. 
15 Jenni, K. E., & Loewenstein, G. (1997). Explaining the “Identifiable Victim Effect.” Journal of Risk and 
Uncertainty, 14(3), 235–257. http://www.jstor.org/stable/41760854 
16 Halttunen, K. (1995). Humanitarianism and the Pornography of Pain in Anglo-American Culture. The American 
Historical Review, 100(2), 304. 
17 Haskell, T. L. (1985). Capitalism and the Origins of the Humanitarian Sensibility, Part 1. The American 
Historical Review, 90(2), 344. 
18 Temperley, H. (1967). David Brion Davis, The Problem of Slavery in Western Culture (Ithaca, New York: 
Cornell University Press, 1966, $10.00). Pp. xiv, 506. Journal of American Studies, 1(2), 289-291. 
doi:10.1017/S0021875800007970 
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Pronography of Pain & Psychic Numbing 

Emotions play a central role in the guiding of public and private attitudes and decision-

making and finding methods by which to activate the emotions of individuals has become a key 

feature of modern humanitarian organizations.19 The ‘pornography’ of public pain—the pleasure 

a person receives when  engaging in philanthropic actions—combined with the benefits of 

industrialization to create an audience recently divorced from the physical discomfort and 

suffering which plauged earlier generations and primed to engage in the taboo of pleasures of 

spectatorial sympathy with humanitarian victims. Individuals engaging in humanitarian action, 

regardless of their degree of separation from pain, were able to participate in the public 

pornography of pain while experincing the validation and pleasureable feelings resulting from 

engaging in virtuous actions. Organizations, under modern humanitarianism, have sought to take 

advantage of their ability to influence the contemporary heightened empathetic understanding and 

sympathetic concern for the pain and suffering of others through messaging around an existing 

crisis in order to generate socio-econo-political action and interest for humanitarian crises.20 21 

The practice of witnessing—or the use of personalized narratives about or from a 

designated crisis—has become transnational as the processes of globalization ensure the 

dissemination of information can occur across facets of time and space.22 Where testimonials had 

previously been grounded into local and national settings due to constraints of the time and effort 

                                                
19 Sirriyeh, Ala. “The Intolerable Death of Alan Kurdi.” The Politics of Compassion: Immigration and Asylum 
Policy, 1st ed., Bristol University Press, 2018, pp. 51–76, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv56fgrh.8. 
20 Parmelee, M. (1915). The Rise of Modern Humanitarianism. American Journal of Sociology, 21(3), 345–359. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2763875 
21 Halttunen, K. (1995). Humanitarianism and the Pornography of Pain in Anglo-American Culture. The American 
Historical Review, 100(2), 303–334. https://doi.org/10.2307/2169001 
22Inda, J. X., & Rosaldo, R. (2008). Tracking Global Flows. In J. X. Inda, & R. Rosaldo (Eds.), The Anthropology of 
Globalization: A Reader (2 ed., pp. 3-46). Wiley-Blackwell. 
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needed to combat psychical spaces between localities, advances in the ability to capture and 

quickly transmit testimonials via online informational and interpersonal networks opened and 

transformed the public space into a new market and veritable machine for the production and 

consumption of information. Freed by such processes, interest groups have sought to address 

testimonial appeals and generate emotional affect within an audience “composed of diasporic 

cultural groups, overseas governments, NGOs, social movements, multilateral organizations, 

media outlets and concerned citizens around the planet.”23 Kurasawa (2009) identifies how the 

transnational work of bearing witness—seeking to influence patterns of social and political 

action—is structured around five intrinsically related tasks: giving voice to accounts of mass 

sufferings against a backdrop of silence; interpretation of accounts for an unfamiliar audience; the 

prevention of indifference through the cultivation of empathy; ensuring account remembrance; and 

the prevention of additional accounts of similar suffering.24 

However, the ‘pornography’ of public pain as a motivator which contributes to the growth 

of modern philanthropy has become less effective as a result of the inundation of accounts of 

publicized suffering. Increasingly, episodic statistics of mass sufferings or human rights violations 

fail to cause affect, or the creation of a positive or negative association, which are vital in guiding 

and motivating behavior.25 Due to the accessibility offered by technological advances, modern 

populations are forced to become witnesses to episodes of mass sufferings and human rights 

violations as items of consumable media, and are becoming inundated to such accounts of suffering 

                                                
23 Kurasawa, F. (2009). A Message in a Bottle: Bearing Witness as a Mode of Transnational Practice. Theory, 
Culture & Society, 26(1), p. 93. https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276408099017 
24 Ibid. 
25 Slovic, P., Zionts, D., Woods, A. K., Goodman, R., & Jinks, D. (2013). Psychic Numbing and Mass Atrocity. In 
E. Shafir (Ed.), The Behavioral Foundations of Public Policy (pp. 126–142). Princeton University Press. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv550cbm.13 



The Impact of Identified Individual Victims on Funding in Humanitarian Crises            Sylvia 11 
 

  
 

of the “other” on a daily basis.26 Forced to witness secondhand accounts of mass sufferings, the 

details of famine, wars, and torture plastered televised news, phone screens, and newspapers, the 

act of bearing witness to accounts of mass atrocity has become common place and fails to arouse 

previously high levels of emotional output or activation. 

Small and Verrochi's (2009: 778) studies of images of lone victims in charity campaigns 

found that viewing or learning of a group of people in danger or crisis can actually numb an 

audience’s response rather than evoke an empathic humanitarian response. The immediate 

activation of empathy and compassion toward the suffering of a single identified individual does 

not necessitate the scaling up of this emotional response with each additional victim identified. 

The automatic affective response of an individual—the emotional and financial activation to 

provide aid—to the suffering of a singular victim undergoes ‘compassion fade’ when an incident 

or crisis is expanded to as few as two people as the individual struggles to comprehend the 

experiences of multiple victims.27 The ‘compassion fade’ resulting from the addition of a single 

victim is multiplied exponentially when an individual is forced to comprehend the individual 

situations felt by individuals during accounts of mass suffering. Thus, the inaction of modern 

audiences when presented with accounts of mass suffering can be said to occur not as a result of 

the inability of audiences to express empathy for suffering individuals but from the public sphere’s 

overexposure and diminished sensitivity to accounts of mass sufferings.28 The failure to generate 

previously high levels of affect in an audience, or psychic numbing, correlates with a swift 

diminishing of public displays of empathy and donations within the industry of humanitarian aid 

                                                
26 Kurasawa, F. (2009).  
27 Slovic (2017) 
28 Slovic, Paul. (2007). “If I look at the mass I will never act”: Psychic numbing and genocide. Judgment and 
Decision Making, vol. 2, no. 2, pp. 79-95. 
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and relief.29 National and international action groups seeking to raise awareness and interest in a 

selected audience must find new ways by which to generate emotional affect within their selected 

audience. In combating the process of psychic numbing, these groups utilize testimonial practices 

and statistics of suffering to create narratives designed to “elicit compassion, induce a feeling of 

moral responsibility, and, therefore, a desire and action to alleviate that suffering.”30 

The work of Small and Loewenstein (2005) and Jenni and Loewenstein (1997) on audience 

activation and the ‘identifiable victim effect’ respectively become especially relevant against a 

background of psychically numb modern audiences. Jenni and Loewenstein (1997) describe how 

under the ‘identifiable victim effect’ a group or society’ is willing to spend far more money to save 

the lives of identifiable victims than to save statistical [group] victims”; individuals become more 

activated by images and stories of the highlighted individuals rather than the suffering of larger 

groups.31 Identified victims produce a larger emotional effect in audiences compared to the 

presentation of suffering using statistical victims. The emotional vividness of an individual 

victim's suffering is compounded by the “certainty effect,” the placing of disproportionate weight 

on outcomes which are certain relative to those which are uncertain but likely. This encourages an 

individual or audience to expend more energy and socioeconopolitcal effort upon identifiable—

and thus certain—victims as opposed to an uncertain and unknown number of victims.32 33 The 

vividness of individual suffering and the weighted risk, the certainty that if no action is taken to 

save an Identified Individual Victim they will continue to suffer or perish, inspires audiences to 

                                                
29 Ibid. 
30Sirriyeh, A. (2018). The Intolerable Death of Alan Kurdi. In The politics of compassion: Immigration and asylum 
policy (1st ed., pp. 51–76). Bristol University Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv56fgrh.8 
31 Jenni & Lowwenstein, (1997) pg 236. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Kahneman, Daniel and Amos Tversky. (1979). “Prospect Theory: An Analysis of Decision Under Risk.” 
Econometrica. 47(2). 
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place a higher value upon actions taken to save identified victims rather than actions taken to save 

statistical victims.  

The concept of the Identified Individual Victim effect has emerged as a method by which 

modern humanitarian organizations could effectively produce a greater monetary and media 

response from an individual or audience and serves as the main area of focus for this article.34 

Sensationalist media and humanitarian organizations alike recognize how the testimonials of 

Identified Individual Victims produce a greater empathetic response from an individual or 

audience, which leads to the individual or audience expressing a greater willingness to make 

personal sacrifices and contribute aid for the identified victim. When faced with an audience 

influenced by psychic numbing, the introduction of an Identified Individual Victim, a singular 

person with a name and a face upon which to concentrate an empathetic response, has proven to 

motivate powerful interventions from individuals or entire populations. To act prior to the 

emergence of a crisis, or otherwise respond to an existing one, modern humanitarian organizations 

must awaken empathy and incite action in audiences on a national or international level, a process 

made more efficacious through Identified Individual Victims, such as Alan Kurdi. 

Prior to analyzing the death of Alan Kurdi as an instance of an Identified Individual Victim 

and its impact upon international audiences, this article will examine the history and scope of two 

current refugee crises in Syria and Venezuela to illustrate the current state of refugee crises and 

thus the background against which the Identified Individual Victim phenomenon plays out. 

 

III. Syrian Refugee Crisis 

 

                                                
34 Jenni & Lowwenstein, 1997. 
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The Syrian Refugee Crisis, in its 11th year in 2022, remains at the time of this writing the 

world’s largest refugee crisis.35 The crisis sparked by the Syrian Civil War began as early as 

January 2011 as part of the wider 2011 Arab Spring.36 Prior to 15 March 2011, the date largely 

seen as the starting date of the Syrian Civil War, protests throughout Syria were largely peaceful, 

mirroring the earlier and concurrent demonstrations of the Arab Spring throughout Bahrain, Egypt, 

Libya, Tunisia, and Yemen. Angered by the incarceration and torture of 15 young students from 

mostly prominent families for writing anti-government graffiti in the southern city of Dara’a earlier 

that month, claims the government denied and blamed on Qatari interference, hundreds of 

protestors took to the streets, chanting slogans and calling for an end to al-Assads’ rule by 

emergency law.  

The Syrian Revolution had spread nationwide by 25 March, with protests emerging in cities 

spanning the country, including in Homs, Banuyas, Aleppo, Damascus, and Deir az-Zor. As the 

political unrest grew, the Assad regime’s violent crackdown on protestors escalated. On 25 April, 

the Syrian government launched the first of many major military operations to suppress opposition 

and occupied the city of Dara’a. The government forces had suppressed the surge of protests, 

killing hundreds and establishing several mass graves, by using roughly 6,000 soldiers equipped 

with live ammunition, tanks, and snipers. The military effort led to periodic shutdowns of water, 

power, and phone lines and the confiscation of civilian food stores.37 38 Armed crackdowns 

                                                
35 UNHCR. (2020). Syria Refugee Crisis Explained. United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. Retrieved 
from https://www.unrefugees.org/news/syria-refugee-crisis-explained/ 
36 Omri, Mohamed-Salah (2012). A Revolution of Dignity and poetry. Boundary 2. 39 (1): 137–165. 
doi:10.1215/01903659-1506283. 
37 The Jerusalem Post & Reuters. (2011). Civilian killings in Syrian demonstration rise ot 800. The Jerusalem Post. 
Retrieved from https://www.jpost.com/Middle-East/Civilian-killings-in-Syrian-demonstrations-rise-to-800 
38 Human Rights Watch. (2011). “We’ve Never Seen Such Horror”: Crimes against Humanity by Syrian Security 
Forces. Human Rights Watch.  
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continued as military forces moved to overwhelm and occupy towns and cities with Al Jazeera 

reporting 1,062 people massacred by 24 May.39 

The attacks by the Assad regime—among other factors such as increased extortion from 

opposition forces or fear of human rights violations—encouraged and forced a steadily growing 

number of Syrians to flee their homes for other parts of the country or to neighboring haven nations 

such as Lebanon, Turkey and Jordan, thereby turning a civil uprising into an international refugee 

movement. By June 2012, 78,000 Syrians had fled the country, however by October 2015, over 4 

million Syrians had become refugees.40  

After ten years of civil war, Syrian refugees have surpassed the number of Palestinian 

refugees to become the largest refugee population in the world, a number which continues to grow 

with each year of the protracted conflict.41 42 Over 13.5 million Syrians—roughly half the 

country’s original population—have been forced to flee their homes since 2011.43 Of this 13.5 

million, 6.7 remain internally displaced in a nation where, by July 2017, an estimated 11.1 million 

required humanitarian assistance due to the destruction and damage to as much as one third of 

national housing, one half of medical and educational facilities, and half of agricultural facilities.44 

45  

                                                
39 Al Jazeera. (2011). Syria death toll ‘surpasses 1,000.’ Al Jazeera Media Network. Retrieved from 
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2011/5/24/syria-death-toll-surpasses-1000 
40 Culbertson, S., & Constant, L. (2015). Introduction. In Education of Syrian Refugee Children: Managing the 
Crisis in Turkey, Lebanon, and Jordan (pp. 1–12). RAND Corporation. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt19gfk74.7 
41 Nebehay, Stephanie. (2021). Syrians Largest Refugee Group After Palestinians: U.N. Reuters. As of November 1, 
2021: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-refugees-idUSKBN0KG0AZ20150107 
42 Culbertson, S., & Constant, L, 2015. 
43 UNHCR. (2021). Syria emergency. United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. Retrieved from United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. Retrieved from https://www.unhcr.org/syria-emergency.html 
44 Bijalani, Richa. (2017). Damage to Infrastructure in Syria During Seventh Year of War. The Borgen Project. 
Retrieved from https://borgenproject.org/damage-infrastructure-in-syria-war/ 
45 Reuters. (2013). Syrian civil war destroyed farming, infrastructure: UN. First Post. Retrieved from 
https://www.firstpost.com/world/syrian-civil-war-devastates-farming-u-n-says-599980.html 
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Today, over 6.8 million Syrian refugees have sought asylum and now reside in more than 

130 countries, with the majority of refugees—5.4 million—residing in neighboring countries such 

as Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, and Iraq.46 More than 70 percent of Syrian refugees live in poverty 

with limited access to basic necessities, education, healthcare, electricity, or the legal job market.47 

The COVID-19 pandemic has worsened the conditions faced by Syrians and contributed to the 

high poverty and unemployment rates which refugees face. According to a report issued by the 

World Bank and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees in December 2020, at least 

1.1 million Syrian refugees and refugees in Syria, and 4.4 million members of their host 

communities in Jordan, Lebanon and Iraq alone, were forced below the poverty line as a result of 

the pandemic.48 Syrian refugees and citizens continue to suffer by the millions, yet their constant 

suffering and protracted civil war may have already induced psychic numbing within the 

populations they desperately require aid from. 

 

 

IV. Venezeulan Refugee Crisis 

 

The Venezuelan Refugee Crisis, commonly referred to as the Bolivarian diaspora, refers 

to the mass exodus of Venezuelans during the presidencies of Hugo Chávez and Nicolás Maduro, 

with the most recent max exodus beginning in 2015. The Venezuelan Refugee Crisis, in its early 

                                                
46 UNICEF. (2021). Syria Crisis Humanitarian Situation Report January — June 2021. United Nations Children's 
Fund. Retrieved from https://www.unicef.org/media/107831/file/Syria-Crisis-SitRep-30-June-2021.pdf 
47 UNHCR. (2022). Syria Refugee Crisis Explained. United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. Retrieved 
from United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. Retrieved from https://www.unrefugees.org/news/syria-
refugee-crisis-explained/ 
48 World Bank. (2020). UNHCR MENA Study: COVID-19 Compounding Misfortunes. World Bank. Retrieved 
from https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/83865 
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stages, began after the election of Hugo Chávez in 1998 when Chávez began to dismiss his critics 

as “terrorists” and “fanatics”; as wealthy and middle-class Venezuelans tried to escape the country 

and sought asylum in nations such as the U.S.49 In 1998, the year of Chávez’s election only 14 

Venezuelans were granted U.S. asylum. A year later, the number of Venezuelans granted asylum 

rose to 1,086.50 Second and third waves of emigration occurred after the 2002 coup d'état attempt 

and again in 2006 after Chávez's re-election. Serving as the Vice President to President Chávez in 

2012, politician Nicolás Maduro assumed the Presidency after the death of Chávez in 2013. The 

subsequent protests against President Maduro along with societal difficulties such as labor 

shortages, lack of utilities, poor education, and shortages of common goods encouraged more and 

more Venezuelans to emigrate. 

 The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees declared the Venezuelan emigration 

as the single largest exodus in the history of Latin American and the Caribbean with an 8,000 

percent increase in the number of Venezuelans seeking refugee status since 2014.51 From 2015 to 

October 2020, UNHCR reported that the number of Venezuelan refugees and migrants worldwide 

had exceeded 4.5 million.52 Combined with the over 650,000 asylum seekers and 2 million 

migrants living under other forms of legal stays, roughly 15 percent of Venezuela’s population has 

emigrated, with the bulk of this emigration occurring after 2015.53 The Venezuelan Refugee Crisis 

is one of the world’s largest refugee crises, with over 6 million refugees and emigrants from 

Venezuela recorded in March 2020, and in 2020 was predicted—but failed to—surpass the number 

of refugees generated by Syrian Refugee Crisis, a nation which has been embroiled in a civil war 

                                                
49 Brown, Tom. (2007). Venezuelans, fleeing Chavez, seek U.S. safety net. Reuters. 2020. 
50 Ibid. 
51 UNHCR. (2020). Venezuela situation. United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. 2020. 
52 Ibid. 
53 Praag, Oriana Van. (2019). Understanding the Venezuelan Refugee Crisis. The Wilson Center. 2020. 
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since 2011.54 Yet, although comparable to the Syrian Refugee Crisis in scope, Venezuelan refugees 

received less than a twelfth of the funding that was given to Syrian refugees from 2015 to 2019, 

according to the Brookings Institution.55 A UN-appeal for US $738 million in 2019 to aid the 

plight of Venezuelan refugees and migrants while easing national financial constraints was only 

52 percent funded, a year where a UN appeal for Syrian refugees received over $2.3 billion 

dollars.56 57 On 13 November, UNHCR and the International Organization for Migration launched 

a US$1.35 billion regional plan, the 2020 Regional Refugee and Migrant Response Plan (RMRP), 

to account for and respond to the humanitarian needs of Venezuelan refugees and migrants in Latin 

America, the Caribbean, and the communities hosting them.58 However, as of 31 October, UNHCR 

and IOM reported the 2020 RMRP appeal had only received US $623 million, 44.3 percent of their 

initial appeal.59  

As the daily numbers of Venezuelan emigrants increase, it remains difficult to increase—

or even maintain—funding for programs to aid refugees and migrants. As of February 2022, 

Colombia has received the largest number of Venezuelan migrants. Colombia’s minister of 

finance, Alberto Carrasquilla, stated in a meeting with the International Monetary Fund that 

supporting the education, housing, and healthcare needs of the 1.8 million Venezuelan refugees 

and migrants in Colombia (as of March 2020) cost between 0.4 and 0.8 percent of the national 

                                                
54 Bahar, Dooley, and Selee. (2020). Venezuelan Migration, Crime, and Misperceptions — A Review of Data from 
Colombia, Peru and Chile. Migration Policy Institute. 
55 Bahar and Dooley. (2019). Venezuela refugee crisis to become the largest and most underfunded in modern 
history. Brookings Institute. Retrieved from https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2019/12/09/venezuela-
refugee-crisis-to-become-the-largest-and-most-underfunded-in-modern-history/ 
56 Long, Gideon. (2020). Venezuela: refugee crisis tests Colombia’s stability. Financial Times. 
57 United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA). (2019). Syria Refugee Response 
and Resilience Plan (3RP) 2019. OCHA.  
58 UNHCR-IOM. (2020). US$1.35 billion needed to help Venezuelan refugees and migrants and host countries. 
UNHCR-IOM.  
59 UNHCR-IOM. (2020). Refugee and Migrant Response Plan 2020 — RMRP 2020 Dashboard. UNHCR-IOM. 
2020. 
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gross domestic product, and was exhausting already strained local reserves.60 61 In concurrence, 

the UNHCR’s joint special representative for Venezuelan migrants and refugees Eduardo Stein 

stated that “[n]ational budgets are exhausted and institutional capacity is completely overwhelmed 

by the crisis. This situation continues to worsen as more people arrive.”62 However, as additional 

humanitarian crises arise, and the attention of donor nations turns to leverage their political and 

financial capital upon these crises, funding for Venezuelan refugee programs has begun to 

stagnate. 

 

 

V. Analysis 

 

“It was exciting for us to see people come to us and say, ‘We know that there are other 

situations in the world what else can we do?’” 

-Brian Duch, 2015 

Canadian Refugee Sponsorship Agreement Holder Association 

 

“In 1987, eighteen-month old Jessica McClure spent 58 hours trapped in a well,” reads the 

beginning of Karen Jenni and George Loewenstien’s work Explaining the “Identifiable Victim 

Effect.” On the morning of 14 October, Jessica McClure Morales, or “Baby Jessica,” became the 

most famous child in the United States as frantic rescue crews attempted to reach her and national 

                                                
60 Abdallah, Brollo, Frank, and Prady. (2020). COLOMBIA TECHNICAL ASSISTANT REPORT––REFORMING 
ENERGY PRICING. International Monetary Fund. 
61 El Grupo Interagencial sobre Flujos Migratorios Mixtos (GIFMM). 2020. Situational Report Colombia. GIFMM. 
62 Long, Gideon. 2020. 
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media networks whipped the public into a frenzy to save “everyone’s baby.”63 Media networks 

were stationed alongside rescue crews covering the event, giving hourly media updates and taking 

advantage of a lowered rescue microphone to broadcast audio of “Baby Jessica” singing, humming 

and crying to a rapt nation.64 At the end of the 58-hour rescue, no cost had been spared to rescue 

the toddler and the McClures had received over $700,000 in donations in the name of “Baby 

Jessica” to support the rescue.65 A textbook example of an Identified Individual Victim, the 

narrative of “Baby Jessica” mobilized rescue crews and an entire nation around the cause of child 

safety where years of lobbying for preventative child safety measures had failed. The use of 

Identified Individual Victim narratives as symbolic of larger problems allows for the mobilization 

of additional resources and can cause a spike in humanitarian funding when utilized in this 

function. 

The death of Alan Kurdi in the Mediterranean however, unlike the case of Baby Jessica, 

managed to galvanize public support on a global scale. The international community sought to 

support relief efforts for Syrian refugees through whatever means they could, including 

international pledges, private donations, public demonstrations, online petitions, new Facebook 

groups, silent auctions, local bake sales, and even. school clothing drives.. Picked up by 

sensationalist media corporations around the world, the image of the drowned toddler—the 

tragically young, a representation of death not graphic enough to require censorship, and an 

emblem of suffering and hope—reached and resonated with a globalized audience and received an 

outpouring of public and private support post-mortem. Interest in supporting both domestic and 

                                                
63 New York Daily News. (2015). Jessica McClure, an 18-month-old girl, is saved after 58 long hours trapped in a 
well in 1987. Daily News.  
64 Higgins, Darla. (2017). Baby Jessica 30 Years Later: ‘My Life Is a Miracle.’ People. Retrieved from 
https://people.com/human-interest/baby-jessica-30-years-later-my-life-is-a-miracle/ 
65 Biography.com Editors. (2014). Baby Jessica Biography. A&E Television Networks. 
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international efforts to aid and resettle refugees had been growing prior to the publication of Alan’s 

photograph on 2 September, especially as the number of those internally and externally displaced 

continued to grow. However the death of Kurdi shifted and intensified the beneficial effects of the 

Identified Individual Victim toward the most closely identifiable cause, the Syrian Refugee Crisis. 

Canadian aid groups and organizations—as Canada was identified as the final destination 

for Alan Kurdi, his brother and mother before they drowned in the Mediterranean—saw a surge of 

public financial and political support for Syrian relief. “It was just after [September 2nd] that we 

were inundated with phone calls…It was just unbelievable,” said Fikre Tsehai, manager of 

Canadian Lutheran World Relief’s refugee resettlement program. “Sometimes I cry, ‘where was 

this before?’ It’s just an outpouring of generosity.”66  

UNHCR Canada spokeswoman Gisèle Nyembwe reported that, as of mid-September, the 

agency had become “overwhelmed” with donations as a pair of private donors offered to partly 

match future donations.67 Raising $100,000 for Syrian refugee relief during the first eight months 

of 2015, the organization received $623,000 in donations in September alone.68 The Humanitarian 

Coalition, an alliance of Canadian aid relief organizations released a statement stating they had 

raised $200,000 for refugee relief the week Kurdi’s image was published. Private organizations 

such as churches, community groups, and individuals sponsored the resettlement of 30,275 Syrian 

refugees in Canada between November 2015 and August 2016.69 The Shapiro Foundation, an 

American charity, reported that an anonymous Canadian donor pledged over $1M in support of 

                                                
66 Folkins, Tali. (2015). Alan Kurdi photo spurs rise in donations for Syrian refugees. Anglican Journal. Retrieved 
from https://www.anglicanjournal.com/alan-kurdi-photo-spurs-rise-in-donations-for-syrian-refugees/ 
67 Penticton Herald. (2015). Photo of little Alan Kurdi sparks spike in donations. Penticton Herald. Retrieved from 
https://www.pressreader.com/canada/penticton-herald/20150912/281513634935284 
68 Keung, Nicholas. (2015). Syrian boy’s death reawakens Canadian spirit of giving. The Star 
69 CBS News. (2016). Image of Alan Kurdi’s body led to spike in sponsorship of Syrian refugees, group says. CBS 
News.  
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Syrian refugee resettlement.70 The Toronto-based organization Lifeline Syria, which was founded 

in 2015 with the goal to resettle 1,000 Syrian refugees, reported the number of groups offering to 

financially support refugee resettlement in Canada shot up from 50 to 300 in the month after Alan 

Kurdi’s death.71 The Canadian Red Cross received $4.2M in donations during 2015, the majority 

of which it reported receiving during September.72 The Mennonite Central Committee, a Canadian 

community development and relief organization, received $350,000 in September, a 10-fold 

increase in monthly donations.73  

Laura Padoan from the UNHCR said the organization had received an “unprecedented” 

spike in donations in the week after the death of Alan Kurdi. “I’ve worked for the UNHCR for 

more than seven years and, to be honest,” Padoan stated, “this is the most generous response I've 

seen in terms of the way it has touched people and their willingness to offer help on a very personal 

level.”74 The influx of Canadian support for the Syrian Refugee Crisis was echoed across the 

world. The international Primate’s World Relief and Development Fund (PWRDF) announced that 

from January 2012 to early September 2015, donations for Syrian relief efforts totaled $80,155 

with monthly amounts peaking at $39,563 in 2013, dwindling to $6,401 for the first eight months 

of 2015. By 12 September, just ten days after the initial publication of Kurdi’s photograph, 

PWRDF had received $70,000 in donations.75 The town of Folkestone in the United Kingdom 

raised more than £3,000 to buy blankets for refugees and migrants in Calais, France.76 More than 

                                                
70 Kupfer, Matthew. (2018). Donors foot bill for refugees - now they need sponsors. CBS News.  
71 Keung, 2015. 
72 Ibid. 
73 Ibid. 
74 Merrill, 2015.  
75 Folkins, 2015. 
76 Merrill, Jamie. (2015). Refugee aid charities see surge in donations after image of drowned Syrian toddler Aylan 
Kurdi moves the nation. The Independent. Retrieved from https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-
news/refugee-aid-charities-see-surge-in-donations-after-image-of-drowned-syrian-toddler-aylan-kurdi-moves-the-
nation-10484953.html 
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100,000 people took to the streets in Britain after the death of Alan Kurdi to urge the government 

to welcome additional numbers of refugees, a move which would prompt David Cameron, then 

prime minister, to promise to accept a total of 4,000 Syrian refugees each year.77 Kurdi’s death 

activated not only large groups but individuals themselves became very active in order to support 

Syrian refugees. One of many examples, Icelandic novelist Bryndis Bjorgvinsdottir, via Facebook, 

found 11,000 Icelandic citizens willing to house and financially support the resettlement of Syrian 

refugees.78  

Noting the international response to Kurdi’s death, researchers Paul Slovic, Daniel 

Västfjäll, Arvid Erlandsson, and Robin Gregory (2015) examined both online data streams and 

financial contributions to organizations in order to analyze how a single photo succeeded in raising 

international awareness, while the statistical data of hundreds of thousands of deaths failed to 

evoke a similar response. Slovic et. al (2017) collected publicly available data on international 

searches for the terms “Syria,” “refugees,” and “Aylan” from prior to and immediately following 

the death of Alan Kurdi. Google search/trend data shows a drastic increase in internet search for 

these terms on the days following the publication of Alan’s death and photo (Slovic, Fig. 1). 

Although the surge in online searches for “Syria,” “Aylan,” and “refugees” did show a gradual 

decline after the initial spike, the positioning of Alan Kurdi as the Identified Individual Victim of 

the Syrian Refugee Crisis drew a previously unseen level of interest in the plight of all Syrian 

refugees which quickly translated to an outpouring of financial and public support. 

                                                
77 The Telegraph. (2016). A year after Alan Kurdi's death, his father pleads for the horror in Syria to stop: 'Nobody 
is doing anything.' National Post.  
78 Freedland, Jonathan. (2015). Alan Kurdi: this one small life has shown us the way to tackle the refugee crisis. The 
Guardian. 

https://www.pnas.org/content/114/4/640.full#F2
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Fig. 1  

Google Trend data on the relative popularity of search terms “Syria,” “refugees,” and “Aylan,” 

August–September 2015. Note that Google Trends does not provide numbers of search requests; 

rather, the maximum number in the figure is scaled to 100, and the other values are proportional 

to that. Slovic (2017). 

 

On 4 August 2015 the Swedish Red Cross began a campaign to obtain financial donations 

for the sole purpose of aiding Syrian refugees. The campaign, beginning almost a month before 

the death of Alan Kurdi, continued until 30 November 2015. As seen in Fig. 2 and Fig. 3 below, 

an analysis of the Red Cross donations saw both the total number and the amount of donations 

increase significantly from the week before the publication of Kurdi’s death before gradually 

decreasing after the publication. The week after Kurdi’s death saw the mean number of daily 

donations increase by more than 100-fold compared to previous weeks of the campaign, with this 

effect continuing at a declining rate for five weeks before returning to the baseline number of 

donations seen at the start of the campaign.79 

                                                
79 Slovic, Paul, et al. (2017) “Iconic Photographs and the Ebb and Flow of Empathic Response to Humanitarian 
Disasters.” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, vol. 114, no. 4, Jan. 2017, pp. 640–44. DOI.org 
(Crossref), doi:10.1073/pnas.1613977114. 

https://www.pnas.org/content/114/4/640.full#F3
https://www.pnas.org/content/114/4/640.full#F4


The Impact of Identified Individual Victims on Funding in Humanitarian Crises            Sylvia 25 
 

  
 

 

Fig. 2. 

Number of daily donations to a Swedish Red Cross campaign designated specifically for aiding 

Syrian refugees in Sweden. Slovic (2017). 

 

*  

Fig. 3.  

Daily donation amounts to the Swedish Red Cross campaign. Slovic (2017). 

 

Donations increased from 34,284 SEK to 1,908,437 SEK, a 55-fold increase the week 

after the publication of Kurdi’s death. Donations decreased the second week after the publication 

to 440,626 SEK, an amount 11-fold greater than two week prior but continued to decline until 

the sixth week after the image was first published, with donations stabilizing at pre-Kurdi levels 
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at 57,990 SEK.80 The spike in financial support received by the Swedish Red Cross is 

emblematic of Alan Kurdi’s impact as an Identified Individual Victim in generating financial 

support towards a specific issue or cause such as in the case of the Syrian Refugee Crisis. 

In addition to bringing more attention, both public and monetary, to the plight of Syrians, 

the public outcry surrounding the death of Alan Kurdi generated a great deal of political 

commentary and pro-refugee movements. After the publication of Alan’s photo, French President 

François Hollande demanded a call with the Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and several 

European leaders to discuss how to better aid Syrian refugees. Then British Prime Minister David 

Cameron, Irish Prime Minister Enda Kenny, United States President Barack Obama, and several 

other world leaders made public statements and took to social media to comment on the photos of 

Alan Kurdi and decry the severity of the Syrian Refugee crisis. In Canada, the original destination 

of Alan Kurdi and his family, Alan’s photo spurred the cancellation of photo opportunities, delays 

of political campaigns, the onset of national investigations and a review of national immigration 

policies. Prior to the publication of Alan’s photo the international public paid little attention to the 

humanitarian crisis in Syria. The photo of one drowned child generated an unprecedented wave of 

empathy, concern, and support for Syrian refugees where thousands of international reports, 

photos, and cases had failed. 

 

“[W]e stand at a tipping point [due to the cash shortfall]. International solidarity and financial 

support is woefully insufficient and falls desperately short of what is needed to respond to the 

mass exodus from Venezuela.” 

Dominika Arseniuk,  

                                                
80 Ibid. 
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Director in Colombia for the Norwegian Refugee Council 

 

In contrast, the Venezuelan Refugee Crisis lacks the catalyst of an Identified Individual 

Victim to break through the apathy of psychic numbing among global populations, governments, 

and aid organizations and thus garner additional international attention and support. As a result, 

on 9 December 2019 Brookings Fellows Dany Bahar and Meagan Dooley reported that the 

Venezuelan Refugee Crisis remained the world’s most underfunded humanitarian crisis in modern 

history.81 However, since 2014, there has been an 8,000 percent increase in the number of 

Venezuelans seeking refugee status abroad, with the majority of these individuals and families 

remaining in Latin America.82  

 

 

Fig. 4.  

Total U.S. government humanitarian funding based on USAID monthly situational reports, 

corrected for continuity. USAID. 

 

                                                
81 Bahar and Dooley. 2019. 
82 UNHCR. (2021). Venezuela situation. UNHCR. Retrieved from https://www.unhcr.org/venezuela-
emergency.html 
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Without an Identified Individual Victim, the Venezuelan Refugee Crisis has lacked the 

narrative and support necessary to break through international donor fatigue and psychic numbing 

towards its protracted crisis. An analysis of publicly available international donations to the 

Venezuelan crisis, as seen below through USAID humanitarian funding, displays a single spike in 

funding from $33,537,745 on 4 September 2019 to $472,501,745 on 30 September 2019 which is 

not tied to any Identified Individual Victim but rather to then U.S. Secretary of State Mike 

Pompeo’s request to invoke the Inter-American Treaty of Reciprocal Assistance against 

Venezuelan opposition which was followed by a call to increase funding to support regional efforts 

to respond to the Venezuelan crisis, including inside Venezuela.83 84 While this does represent an 

increase in aid and public attention for this crisis, it had a lower level of effectiveness when 

compared to an instance of the use of an Identified Individual Victim in terms of quantity of aid, 

length of the timeframe in which aid was given, and level of public and media attention. 

Joint Special Representative Eduardo Stein has claimed that ‘donor fatigue’ threatens 

future and existing levels of funding as the COVID-19 pandemic shifted priorities in 2020 away 

from the Venezuelan Refugee Crisis.85 Donor fatigue, a financial extension of psychic numbing, 

has been recorded and mentioned in conjunction with the Venezeulan Refugee Crisis since at least 

2018. However, the lack of comparative and total funding for the Venezuelan crisis continues to 

receive some international attention, with international actors such as Francesco Rocca, President 

of the International Federation of the Red Cross (IFRC), denouncing international donors’ 

                                                
83 China Global Television Network. (2019). Venezuela 'ready' to defend itself after U.S. invokes defence pact: 
Foreign minister. China Global Television Network. Retrieved from https://news.cgtn.com/news/2019-09-
14/Venezuela-Ready-to-defend-itself-after-U-S-invokes-defence-pact-JYuVgUjMhW/index.html 
84 U.S. Agency for International Development. (2019). VENEZUELA REGIONAL CRISIS: FACT SHEET #4, 
FISCAL YEAR (FY) 2019. USAID. Retrieved from https://www.usaid.gov/crisis/venezuela-regional/fy19/fs4 
85 Center for Disaster Philanthropy. (2021). Venezeuelan Humanitarian and Refugee Crisis. CDP. Retrieved from 
https://disasterphilanthropy.org/disaster/venezuelan-refugee-crisis/ 
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unwillingness to send aid and noted funding appeals for humanitarian aid in other nations were not 

facing the same obstacles.86 

 

 

Fig. 5.  

Total USAID funding for the Syrian and Venezuelan crises based for FY2021, corrected for 

continuity. USAID. 

 

As described briefly above, the Venezuelan and Syrian Refugee Crises have produced 

similar magnitudes of external displacement—5.3M and 5.6M externally displaced people 

respectively by the fifth year since each respective crisis began.87 However, despite these 

similarities, international psychic numbness towards funding can be seen in the substantial gap 

between these two crises. Cumulative funding for both crises show over $12B pledged for aid to 

Syrian refugees or conflict-affected Syrians while aid to an equivalent number of Venezuelans 

stagnated at $3.0B. This disparity in funding can be seen in the United States response to both 

                                                
86AFP. (2019). Red Cross slams ‘unacceptable’ politicisation of Venezuela aid. France 24. Retrieved from 
https://www.france24.com/en/20191202-red-cross-slams-unacceptable-politicisation-of-venezuela-aid 
87 Bahar and Dooley, 2019. 
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regions in 2021, dedicated $14.0B to Syrian aid and $653M to Venezuelan aid, a 95 percent 

decrease as seen in Fig. 5. Financial data from the United Nations Office for the Coordination of 

Humanitarian Affairs, found that total funding per refugee was 11.8 times higher for Syrian 

refugees with $3,150 per capita allocated per Syrian and only $265 per Venezuelan in 2020.88 

“This is not about resources,” IFRC President Rocca warned, “this is about political will.”89 

Little international action has been taken to aid those affected in the Venezuelan crisis. 

International bodies and donors continue to display an unwillingness to address the financial needs 

of the region with donors consistently offering ‘solidarity’ with Venezuela instead of financial 

support.90 Both short-term and protracted conflicts around the world have proven easier to 

fundraise for than Venezuela, warned the IFRC. In a clear example of donor fatigue on an 

international level, the IFRC’s appeal for 12 million Swiss francs to aid the Bahamas after the 

September 2018 hurricane was met and surpassed by eight million francs within 10 days while a 

50 million Swiss francs emergency appeal for Venezuela in the same month remained less than 10 

percent funded.91  

“Most of the host countries in the Venezuelan refugee crisis are in the region, and are 

developing countries,” stated Dany Bahar, a Senior Fellow at the Brooking Institution, “whereas 

Europe had much skin in the game in the case of the Syrians. Maybe that triggered much more 

generous funding.”92 European donors in particular seem to become more activated financially to 

aid refugees and migrants from Africa to Europe and display ‘sluggish’ aid responses to calls for 

                                                
88 Ibid. 
89 AFP, 2019. 
90 Chadwick, Vince. (2019). Donors offer ‘solidarity’ for Venezuela crisis but few dollars. Devex. 
91 AFP, 2019. 
92 Dehghan, Saeed Kamali. (2021). ‘Latin America will never be the same’: Venezuela exodus reaches record 
levels. The Guardian. Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2021/jun/21/latin-america-
will-never-be-the-same-venezuela-exodus-reaches-record-levels 
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Venezuelan aid as governments and peoples feel responsible for or threatened by the large 

movement of refugees.93 Governments, international aid organizations, and charity groups met in 

Brussels, Belgium in October 2019 to boost financial efforts to aid Venezuelan refugees and the 

other countries supporting them in the region. However, during the week that followed, few new 

financial commitments were made, with the mostly European delegates choosing instead to simply 

reiterate earlier commitments.94 Again, on 17 June 2021, the Canadian government, UNHCR, and 

IOM held a virtual pledging event—with the goal of raising $1.44B for the Regional Refugee and 

Migrant Response Plan—and while 30 countries and two international development banks pledged 

nearly $1.5B, only 954M was in no-string-attached grants.95 

 

VI. Conclusion 

 The majority of national and international crises and conflicts gain brief salience in the 

public sphere before fading from headlines and public interest, however the mediatization of 

conflicts and crises has grown to play a large role in garnering international attention.96 

International aid organizations have been noted for the utilization and instrumentalization of the 

media to circulate appeals, photographs, footage, and ideas to achieve their goals.97 INGOs, in a 

case study of humanitarian actions in Afghanistan, were shown to have successfully advocated for 

their individual causes by providing information, photographs, or videos to sway and impact, 

                                                
93 Welsh, Teresa. (2019). Don’t underestimate scale of Venezuela migration crisis, World Bank director says. 
Devex. Retrieved from https://www.devex.com/news/don-t-underestimate-scale-of-venezuela-migration-crisis-
world-bank-director-says-94565 
94 Chadwick, 2019. 
95 UN News. (2021) $1.44 billion plan to respond to Venezuela and migrant needs. United Nations. Retrieved from 
https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/12/1079782 
96 Mannen, Hester van. (2019). Media and INGO Decision Making: Analyzing the influence of news media 
coverage of conflicts and crises on INGO decision making processes. Radboud University Nijmegen. 
97 Baitenmann, H. (1990). NGOs and the Afghan war: the politicisation of humanitarian  
aid. Third World Quarterly, 12(1), 62-85. 
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among other things, public opinion, media representations of the crisis and the actions of 

governments.98 Media sources and organizations have become integral to the work of INGOs to 

disseminate information, increase international awareness, and raise support for humanitarian 

causes with one study finding “the news media does appear to be particularly responsive to the 

concerns of NGOs and will run stories to support and promote NGO causes.”99 100 101 

 Mediatization of a given conflict or crisis can be extremely influential not only in 

increasing international attention for a given cause but also for other similar related issues or 

scenarios. The fire of the Notre Dame Cathedral became an extremely mediatized event in 2019, 

and subsequent media coverage of the event resulted in a spike in donations not only for the 

restoration and rebuilding of the Notre Dame Cathedral but also for the rebuilding of churches in 

Louisiana.102 Similarly, pictures of Alan Kurdi, which were calculated to have reached over 20 

million individual screens within 12 hours, created both a significant spike in contributions to aid 

Syrian refugees but also increased donations to local NGOs and INGOs with refugee-based 

programs and changed public opinion on refugees and migration in general.103 104 However, 

although the death of Alan Kurdi, and his transformation into an Identified Individual Victim, 

                                                
98 Ibid. 
99 Cottle, S., & Nolan, D. (2007). GLOBAL HUMANITARIANISM AND THE CHANGING AID-MEDIA 
FIELD: “Everyone was dying for footage”. Journalism Studies, 8(6), 862-878, pg 411. 
100 Deegan, C., & Islam, M. A. (2014). An exploration of NGO and media efforts to influence workplace practices 
and associated accountability within global supply chains. The British Accounting Review, 46(4), 397-415. 
101 Maanem, 2019 notes that media interest seems to happen primarily in crises or conflicts which have clear “links” 
to the west and the resulting financial spikes of note might only be a result of this internal-interest/perspective of 
Western States. 
102 Zraick, K. & Chokshi, N. (2019, April 16). Black Churches Destroyed by Arson See Spike in Donations after 
Notre-Dame Fire. The New York Times. Retrieved from: https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/16/us/black-church-
fires-donation.html 
103 Press Association. (2015, December 15). Alan Kurdi image appeared on 20m screens in just 12 hours. The 
Guardian. Retrieved from: https://www.theguardian.com/media/2015/dec/15/alan-kurdi-image-appeared-on-
20mscreens-in-just-12-hours  
104 Merrill, 2015. 
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changed international perceptions of Syrian refugees and activated donors to an unforeseen degree, 

this effect did not last.  

“The politicians said after the deaths in my family: Never again!” Kurdi’s father stated a 

year after his son’s death, “Everyone claimed they wanted to do something because of the photo 

that touched them so much. But what is happening now? People are still dying and nobody is doing 

anything about it.”105Paul Slovic et al. (2017) analyzed how the donor-activating effect of Alan 

Kurdi’s image lasted approximately six weeks for the Swedish Red Cross before donations 

returned to pre-Kurdi levels.106 The death of Kurdi had a noted political softening effect on 

migratory policies adopted by politicians, though after a year public outcry against refugees grew 

and international migratory policies became stricter.107  

The publication and broad mediatization of Alan Kurdi did not serve as a catalyst for 

fundamental and lasting change towards the treatment of Syrian refugees or international migration 

policy. Alan Kurdi’s death however, was influential in the short-term, creating a significant 

financial spike and political interest in support of all Syrian refugees. In describing these key 

differences this article is not seeking to establish that the Venezuelan Refugee Crisis receives less 

international financial support than similar humanitarian crises—such as the Syrian Refugee 

Crisis—purely as a result of the lack of an Identified Individual Victim. Other factors may be in 

play such as Western nation’s strategic interest in the Middle East and/or the reallocation of 

domestic and international financial priorities as a result of the continued COVID-19 pandemic. 

However, the demonstrated ability of an Identified Individual Victim to swiftly raise awareness 

and rally aid on an international level clearly has contributed at least partially to the  differential 

                                                
105 The Telegraph, 2016.  
106 Slovic, 2017. 
107 Maanem, 2019. 

mailto:pslovic@uoregon.edu


The Impact of Identified Individual Victims on Funding in Humanitarian Crises            Sylvia 34 
 

  
 

in funding between the two crises, as evidenced by the spike in funding and international attention 

given to the case of Alan Kurdi and the lack of such a spike in the case of the Venezuelan Refugee 

Crisis. The funding commitments of nations to the Venezeuelan Refugee Crisis are routinely 

reiterated with few states increasing their financial contributions beyond those previously set; 

funding levels are no longer adequate to meet the growing need on the ground. The Venezuelan 

Refugee Crisis lacks the presence of short—but substantial—financial spikes indicative of a new 

or renewed public interest in humanitarian aid and relief.  

The creation of an Identified Individual Victim narrative for the Venezuelan Refugee Crisis 

would likely not focus international attention on solving the root causes of Venezuelan instability. 

However, the immediate surge in funding created or caused by an Identified Individual Victim 

provides immediate relief for men, women and children in incredibly vulnerable and life-

threatening situations. The creation of an Identified Individual Victim narrative representative of 

the Venezuelan Refugee Crisis could break the apathy and psychic numbing of international 

populations and serve as an urgent call to action and rallying point for private and public interest 

groups to provide vitally needed aid.  
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